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The Repertory of Social Care Of the Elderly1
Roger A. Lohmann, Ph.D.
West Virginia University

This paper is an analysis of aspects of the emergence of a
repertory of social care services for the elderly from the
vantage point of the common theory of voluntary action.
One facet of that theory, labeled here as endowment
theory, is an emerging rational choice model of the
praxeological implications of voluntary action within the
pragmatic problem-solving tradition. Three terms –
endowment, repertory and commons – are presented in
the paper as terms whose conventional meanings contain
previously undisclosed connotations relevant to a fuller
understanding of voluntary action.

Introduction
The idea for this paper arose from two sources: The reactor to my paper at
the AVAS meeting in Seattle last year, Ellen Netting suggested that the
concept of repertory as presented in that paper might be usefully applied to
an area of our mutual interests – aging services. At the same time another
reactor, Jon Van Til, as he has on several previous occasions, encouraged me
to look at the concept of the commons as a central concept in nonprofit
studies.
In a number of previous papers presented at previous annual meetings of
this society and elsewhere, I have attempted to set forth a coherent
theoretical framework which I have called variously “endowment theory” and
“the theory of the commons” (Lohmann, 1988; Lohmann, 1989; Lohmann,
1990). The latest and most enduring label for this effort is the common theory
of voluntary action. A key task of this theory as I envision it is to find ways to
talk meaningfully about the independent sector of voluntary action located
outside households, markets and governments without having to, in the
words of the English poet W.H. Auden, “commit a social science.”2 The bulk of
the theoretical perspective will not be of concern here. Three key concepts,
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endowments, repertories and commons, will be the central concern in the
specific context of personal care services for older people.

Endowment
Without stretching or modifying its original meaning at all, the term
endowment can be employed to distinguish the resources of churches,
community orchestras, charities, little league baseball teams and social clubs
used in achieving their common goods, and to differentiate it from capital
used in producing goods for sale. Endowment, and its derivatives, in
particular, dowry (meaning gifts or donations generally, not simply bridedowry) and the archaic English language verb to dower, have a heritage of
approximately the right meanings going back at least to Thomas Chalmers in
the 18th century.
Recently the term endowment has taken on the much narrower and more
limited meaning of a particular type of restricted or dedicated financial fund
or type of foundation account. The point of my paper last year which both
Netting and Van Til were reacting to was to reintroduce endowment back
into the common vocabulary of nonprofit and voluntary action studies and to
distinguish several categories of resource endowments (Lohmann, 1989A). In
that effort, I distinguished financial instruments (treasuries of money,
mortgages, leases, credit instruments, et. al.), from both collections of
tangible objects (inventories of consumable goods and collections of treasured
artifacts to be retained) and repertories of action and behavior. The thencurrent controversy over the sale of de Mappa Munde by the Hereford
Cathedral was my primary illustration of the way in which “priceless”
collected objects can be “remarketized”. In the end, public pressure and
fundraising prevailed and the famous map was withdrawn from sale.
It proves to be very useful, however, to stretch the meaning of
endowments in the case of voluntary human services and other forms of
voluntary action. The endowment concept as described above is a very
powerful one. One area for further investigation, for example, is the notion of
a language as an endowment ( a dowry of meaning, as it were). One of the
central foci of the common theory of voluntary action, for example, is to
explore the endowment of terms and meanings already existing in the
English language for talking about, and the operations and procedures
available to expand that range.
Human service organizations are largely problem-focused. As such, their
endowments consist of more than just money. They also encompass the
characteristic problems which particular services are most attuned and
responsive to and the “talent pools” of trained and experienced people with
knowledge, skills and commitments to particular solutions of those
recognized problems. Social workers sometimes refer to this as “practice
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wisdom”. For example, the early charity organization societies saw poverty as
largely a moral problem, and developed a wide repertory of moral tools to
deal with it. Contemporary American human services are more inclined to
see all social problems as containing an essential mental health component,
and to act accordingly. Such clusters of meanings and the associated
meaningful actions that they imply can also be termed repertories.

Repertories
A repertory is any set of acts or behavior which a person or group is
empowered or prepared to enact. Social program models constitute
repertories in this sense. Thus, a senior activity center characterized
principally by coordinated sets of interactions between staff and seniors offers
such a repertory. It is distinguishable from the repertory of a hospice whose
services are focused on the palliative care of the dying elderly and offering
comfort and support to the bereaved survivors. Human services in this sense,
can be seen as repertories in exactly the same sense that a theater company
or orchestra may possess its own repertory of dramatic works suitable for
performance.
Sociologically, the concept of repertories holds potential for the analysis and
comparison of voluntary action of all sorts. Within this category we can also
include the ritual and ceremonial repertories of religious organizations, as
well as the repertories of scripts, scores and choreography of theatre
companies, musical scores for orchestras and dance companies and the
methodological repertories of research laboratories and institutes, some of
which are more adept at experimental repertories while others specialize in
survey methods. Repertories can consist of a broad range of related moeurs,
including practices, ideals, morals, customs, feelings and habits (Kahan,
1998). In the remainder of this paper, I wish to comment upon what I see as
the expanding repertory of human service to the even more rapidly
expanding aging population in the United States. Before doing so, we must
also look at a third key term which I call the commons.

Commons
Does the linguistic endowment we call the English language contain a
term which can be used to accurately describe the full range of “nonprofit,
not-for-profit, voluntary, philanthropic, eleemosynary, independent” sector as
a whole? I believe that it does, and that the term is another rather ordinary
English language word, commons. By a common, I mean to suggest a set of
distinct and identifiable social and economic institutions occurring in most
known societies, including far back into history and even pre-history. The
major exceptions would be societies or classes in which members are
condemned to a long-term struggle for subsistence and survival, and lacking
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any leisure activities or religious, ritual or ceremonial life. For example, the
daily lives of laborers in the early industrial age, miners in coal camps and
migratory farm workers today are among those in which commons are highly
restricted, if not completely absent.
Organizationally, commons correspond closely to what Etzioni (1963)
termed “normative compliance”. The ends or goals or objectives of actions in
the commons constitute what can best be called common goods (Lohmann,
1990). Such common goods encompass the major share -- but by no means
all -- of “nonprofit activity in modern society. Economically speaking, the
commons can be seen as the sector of economic institutions outside the
family, the state and the market where portions of surplus social production
are applied to such phenomena as religious expressions, basic science,
charitable endeavors, dramatical and musical performances, visual arts
presentations, amateur athletics, community festivals and ceremonies, and a
range of other common goods.
The term commons is, in this sense, an ideal type. It is not, however,
simply a redundant label for what the nonprofit sector. In fact, the
contemporary American practice of labeling all such commons throughout the
world and history as “nonprofit sectors” is highly ethnocentric and
misleading. Nonprofit corporation statutes, tax exemption, guarantees of
freedom of association and a public philosophy stressing efficiency and
effectiveness of performance are all part of the particular institutional
infrastructure which make the American nonprofit sector unique.
However, other aspects of the commons -- including organized associations
formed for some common purpose, patterns of patronage, endowments and
repertories-- are found in societies throughout the world. Japanese Buddhist
monasteries, for example, evolved their own independent fundraising
campaigns, known as kanjin campaigns, as early as the late 12th century
(Goodwin, 1987). Such commons can occur within or outside the particularly
supportive legal and economic institutions which characterize the American
nonprofit sector. Thus, the term nonprofit sector is best restricted to the
American context where the absence of profits distributed to shareholders is
a key test of the qualification of commons for exemption from federal and
state taxes.
The American economic practice of thinking of common institutions
throughout the world in market or quasi-market terms is particularly
misleading. In major parts of the world today, and in all of human history
prior to Adam Smith there is scant evidence of any association whatsoever
between the commons and the concept of profit or its absence. Indeed, the
very concept of a sector of “nonprofit” economic activities seems to have
originated, not with the concept of profit, but with Adam Smith’s distinction
of “productive” and “unproductive” labor in the Wealth of Nations. This
connection with productivity rather than profit, in fact, may explain why
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economists and businessmen are so accustomed to seeing common
institutions as unproductive and inefficient. Even though contemporary
economic theory has moved away from Smith’s concept of unproductive labor,
the associated connotations have proven very durable (Lohmann, 1989B).
It may also have been the commons that Max Weber was pointing to when
he distinguished “economically-oriented action” as a separate category of
rational action from “economic action”. (Weber, 1947) The critical distinction
is not the earning or distribution of profits, but distinguishing revenuegenerating (or, if you will, money-making) from non-revenue-generating
activities. Economically, commons are activities carried on outside of
households, markets and government, and without consideration for pricing
or sale of goods.
The concept of the commons is not simply an economic one, however. It
also has important social implications. Socially, the concept of commons is a
dynamic one referring to actions. It has to do with expressions of community,
the pursuit of mutual or shared purposes, and what the symbolic
interactionists call joint lines of action. Generally, common activities are of at
least two types: problem-solving and what Suzanne Langer called
“presentations,” such as rituals, ceremonies, concerts, dramatic
presentations, shows, etc.
On the whole, it is much more useful and meaningful to refer to these
activities collectively as commons that are producers of common goods than it
is to continue our practice of talking exclusively in negations -“nongovernmental, nonmarket, nonprofit, non-income generating, inefficient,
unproductive, etc.) Use of the term commons may seem to be a somewhat
risky exercise on the European side of the Atlantic, however, because of the
history of the concept. We are constantly reminded of Winston Churchill’s
observation that the English and Americans are two peoples divided by an
ocean and a common language. American computer software producers of
spelling programs market two versions of spelling dictionaries--American
English and British English. I know that the word commons has a long
history here, and like most Americans I am unclear on all of the connotations
this term may have. In general, my usage appears to be generally in line with
such British uses of the term in “the common law” and “grazing sheep on the
commons” prior to the enclosures, without necessarily adopting the class
connotations of “commoner”. (Note: In the years after 2010, the term
commoner has taken on brand-new connotations
American usage of the term “commons” is descended from such usages. In
many American cities, for example, the city council is known officially as the
Common Council. Boston still has its famous Commons, essentially a public
park. However, our own American laws of the enclosures tended to result in
dividing up “rangeland” rather than commons.
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There is some further grounds for using this term in the American
context. One of the lesser known American settlement houses was the
Chicago Commons. I wish I could report that the name had overarching
significance for voluntary sector theory. Unfortunately, the founder of that
institution, Rev. Graham Taylor revealed in his autobiography only that the
name was selected rather casually on a public elevator because it seemed to
fit. The Commons also became the name of the Settlement House’s
newsletter, which was eventually merged with the newsletter of the
American Charity Organization Society to form Charities and the Commons,
(later renamed The Survey) which was for several decades the journalistic
medium of American social work.

Aging and the Commons
Old age is one of the most fundamental and universal facts of human
biology and society. People have always gotten old--or died trying. However,
in the twentieth century something completely new has occurred: a
demographic revolution has affected all of the societies of the developed world
in which the proportion of the old in the population has increased in almost
direct proportion to decreases in the proportion of children. In the United
States, for example, the proportion of people over age 65 in the population
tripled in this century--from under five percent in 1900 to nearly 15 percent
today. Similar increases have been recorded in virtually every economically
advanced country in the world and are beginning to be evident in a number of
developing countries.
The emergence and growth of what Carol Estes has called “The Aging
Enterprise” in the late 20th Century is an example of the process of the
formation of a commons. (Estes, 1980) The basic background facts are well
known: In the twentieth century, declines in infant mortality, treatment of a
range of lethal communicable diseases and general improvements in living
conditions have resulted in dramatic, even revolutionary, changes in the age
structure of virtually every industrialized nation in the world. Moreover,
dramatic increases in the proportion of older age cohorts and equivalent
decreases in the proportion of children in the youngest age cohorts will
almost certainly become a universal human experience to the extent that
present international campaigns for public health and birth control achieve
any measure of success.
“The Aging Enterprise” is, of course, not an “enterprise” in any exact
economic sense. That term usually refers to an economic entity displaying a
level of economic integration not evident here. “The Aging Enterprise” is,
instead, one of those terms which point up the poverty of contemporary word
usage in American social science. It usually refers to the joint efforts of public
officials, researchers, service providers, to pinpoint problems, discover or
adapt workable solutions to those problems, and “package” programs
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bringing problems and solutions together in workable and politically
acceptable ways. As such, the Aging Enterprise is a commons.
The aging commons consists of a number of things. It is, in fact, an
“enterprise” in the sense which Estes used that term: A kind of quest or
crusade shared by a large number of people for improved ways of caring for
and providing needed services to the older population. There is in this a level
of common mission and purpose which unifies those functioning in any
common. It consists of, first of all, the common sense of interest in and
concern for problems of human aging and a wish to understand the aging
process. It consists secondarily in providing needed services to this
population. In that important sense, the quest for improved ways of caring for
the aged is a philanthropic project in the most fundamental sense.
Prior to the mid 1960’s and the passage of Medicare, Medicaid and the
Older Americans Act, American practice in the care of the dependent elderly
was limited. In most areas, it consisted largely of two components of care:
family care by what are now characterized as natural support systems and
limited forms of residential treatment in a range of difficult-to-classify
residential institutions, some purely private and others sponsored by state
and local governments.
Both of these components were directly related to the “family
responsibility” and “poor house” traditions of Anglo-Saxon Poor Law tradition
on both sides of the Atlantic. Beginning in the 1950’s, there began to develop
in many parts of the United States a cottage industry of unregulated, smallscale, for-profit nursing homes of ambiguous status not entirely unlike
present day personal care homes.
Since 1960, virtually the entire modern repertory of literally dozens of
highly diverse services for the aged found in the present day United States
have been invented, copied from European models or imply invented out of
the whole cloth of immediately perceived needs. In a few cases this was a
matter of governmental fiat, as with the state licensure of “nursing homes” or
federal definition of the new categories of “skilled nursing care” and
“intermediate care” in the Medicare regulations. There are even a few
instances of market entrepreneurship: some forms of housing in retirement
communities, Medigap insurance, and reverse mortgages, for instance.
For the most part, however, the recent history of the invention and
dissemination of services for the aged in this period is closely tied up with the
emergence of a commons which can be termed “applied gerontology.” Groups
of problem-oriented researchers in the social, behavioral and life sciences
have concentrated upon refining their understandings of the problems of old
age, while closely allied groups of social practitioners have concentrated upon
developing an expanding repertory of social care techniques for dealing with
these same problems. The symbiotic nature of this relationship is well
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illustrated by the manner in which the leading national organization in the
aging knowledge commons – The Gerontological Society – sponsors two
journals with distinctly different personalities: The Journal of Gerontology
publishing basic scientific research, and The Gerontologists publishing
articles for a broad multidisciplinary audience of program- and practiceoriented readers.

Social Capitalization
Building and contributing to the repertories of useful skills and
techniques generally available in a society is one of the principal ways in
which common organizations attain the means to pursue their ends and
utilize the resources at their command, as well as one of the unique ways in
which such organizations contribute to the advancement of society. It is this
type of activity which David Horton Smith refers to as “the social
capitalization” role of the sector. (Smith & Baldwin, 1990) In the case of
innovation by the nonprofit sector, such “capitalization” is often quite unlike
conventional economic capitalization--a process of adding directly to the
“stock” or “inventory” of information and meaning of a civilization or culture
rather than its financial capital. What was added in the case of the aging
knowledge commons was not only research knowledge but also an
accumulation of entirely new and related mores, folkways and behavior
patterns, including a variety of new social care repertories.
A social care repertory is a problem-solving repertory in which either the
recognized problem or the proposed solution involves one person caring for or
supporting another in such basic activities of daily living as eating, dressing
or bathing, or such instrumental activities as buying food or paying bills.
Like any problem-solving repertory, social care may involve defining
problems, applying knowledge of a set of defined or recognized problems to
particular instances or “cases”, carrying out established procedures for
treating, dealing with or resolving recognized problems and other related
tasks. Those involved normally speak of such repertories as “programs” or
“services.” The ultimate concern of commons theory, however, is with the
characteristics these programs and services share with other repertories.
In the past two decades, a vast repertory of entirely new services have
been invented, disseminated widely and occasionally even refined into
commercially viable forms. Home delivered meals, homemaker services,
hospice services, senior activity programs, telephone reassurance, and many
other similar programs and services designed for supporting the independent
living of aged persons unable to function autonomously are among the many
new “programs” added to our overall social care repertory during this period.
Other less formal repertories associated with the well being of the aged,
and which have also been outcomes of problem-oriented research and
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theoretical work, appear to be entering the realm of cultural norms and
established social behavior even more directly. In this category we might
include preventative health behavior, such as annual physical and dental
examinations, quitting smoking, proper diet and exercise, and understanding
of the dynamics of the grieving process, and the role of life review.

Government and Social Capitalization
In the United States, much of the money for this endeavor came from the
federal government, while much of the initiative came from a network of
publicly funded private nonprofit corporations known collectively as “the
aging network.” This “aging network” is, in a very real sense, the practitioner
side of what we have already identified as the aging commons.
Why did this particular process of “social capitalization” fall to such an
extent on the aging commons and what were the unique contributions of the
commons in developing new forms of social caring for the aged? Why didn’t
government simply create a network of federal, state or local public services
to deal with the problems? Why, instead, were public programs fashioned as
grant and contract incentives to nonprofit service providers, the vast majority
of which didn’t even exist when the legislation was enacted?
Why did government pursue a conscious, deliberate policy of grant and
subsidy to local private, nonprofit organizations? This is explained by the
degree to which democratic governments are dependent upon a measure of
consensus to act. In labor Britain, in Scandinavia and elsewhere in western
Europe where such a consensus existed, public “welfare states” were the
result. In the United States, where issues of social service was inescapably
interwoven with issues of rugged individualism, doctrines of limited
government, issues of race, ethnicity, religious differences, and many other
factors any type of true national consensus over the need for services for the
aged was lacking.
In retrospect, it appears that the peculiar circumstances of the period
immediately following the Kennedy assassination and the legislative skills of
President Lyndon Johnson allowed for the passage of the Older Americans
Act and Medicaid, they would not have been sufficient for their continuation
in the succeeding political climate of the 1970’s and 1980’s. Quite aside from
the complex legal and constitutional issues involved, the inevitable false
starts, failures, and dead ends associated with new ventures of this
magnitude would probably have proven intolerable if these services had been
publicly operated.
By supporting a strategy of nonprofit subsidy rather than direct
administration, government (or rather, advocates of aging policy within
government) achieved two purposes in the case of aging services: First, a kind
of “welfare industrial complex” of organized interest groups was created
9

where one had not previously existed. More than 600 Area Agencies on
Aging, and several thousand new local service provider organizations-virtually all organized as nonprofit corporations-- were created in the period
from 1965-1975. As this network grew, it became increasingly possible to
reconcile continued and expanded support for aging services as a response to
these organized interests.
Secondly, support of the aging commons enabled legislators and
bureaucrats in government to put some distance between themselves and
what might have turned out to be highly controversial policies or dubious
results. The clearest expression of this is the use of the “demonstration grant”
strategy, but it is also evident in other cases as well. Public subsidy of
common service providers gave politicians the ability to favor-in-principle
“helping old people” and yet allowed them room to disavow any particular
service or strategy (such as explicit sex in nursing homes, for example) which
might prove to be politically inconvenient.
Thus, one role of the commons in the case of aging services has been to
facilitate the development of a network of new services under conditions
where the lack of consensus prevented government from acting directly.

The Market and Demand for Aging Services
In the age of Reagan, Thatcher and Bush, we need to ask also, why didn’t
the market respond more quickly and vigorously producing goods and
services to deal with the various problems of aging? As market enthusiasts
have long argued, market oriented aging services might have yielded a more
socially efficient use of resources. However, at least since the 1950’s,
American markets have been discernably youth-oriented, and slow in
responding to the growing economic power of aging consumers. Why has the
American marketplace not responded more adequately to the needs of older
people?
It would appear that at least two crucial conditions necessary for market
formation were missing in this case (and to some extent, still are). On the one
hand, because the problems of aging were not clearly defined, a mass of
potential buyers willing to part with their scarce resources to solve those
problems did not exist. Secondly, even as various problems associated with
old age, such as isolation, loneliness and grief came to be better understood, a
second precondition was still missing: viable products, of recognizable value
for consumers. Who, in the 1950’s would have been willing to forgo their first
television set or a new refrigerator in exchange for something called
“reminiscence therapy” or “adult day care”, for example?
Until quite recently, much of the dynamic of the market response to aging
has been a matter of unsuccessful, ineffective and sometimes even dangerous
products dealing with recognizable problems of aging, such as hair restorers,
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cellulite removers, wrinkle creams and cancer cures. Effective commercial
products and services for aging consumers which, when sold, deliver the
promised results safely and securely are only a very recent development,
whether we are talking about bathtub grab bars, aluminum walkers or
sanitary pads for adult incontinence.

Conclusion: The Social Endowment
In the case of aging services, therefore, the aging commons was able to do
what neither the market nor the state could adequately do: Reaching deep
into the moeurs that individuals and groups were able to establish a set of
authoritatively defined social problems of aging which are widely accepted
today, and to establish matching sets of social problem-solving programs and
institutions perceived as legitimate. All of this was achieved under
circumstances where no one initially had a clear idea of the nature of the
troubles of old age, much less the nature of the best solutions. This ability to
manage change in this way is truly one of the unique contributions of
knowledge commons in modern society. Government is able to function under
some circumstances as a problem-solver. Market solutions can work
effectively in cases involving accepted problems and known technologies.
But the commons -- with its mutuality of purpose and deliberate
suspension of self-interest -- is uniquely positioned to confront the major
social problems of society when the task is defining the problem and
discovering the solution. In so doing, they expand not only their own knowhow, but also the general social endowment of knowledge. In the case of
aging, they did so by discovering new repertories of intervention almost
simultaneously with new definitions of the problem.
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